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The worst oil spill in Uruguay's history is threatening resort beaches and wildlife. Twenty miles
of prime Uruguayan coastline, which every summer attracts over a million tourists, have been
severely contaminated by the spill. In addition, wildlife on Isla de Lobos, home of one of the
largest concentrations of sea lions, has also been affected. The disaster began Feb. 8, when an oil
tanker registered in Panama ran aground and sprang a leak 20 miles off Punta del Este, one of the
most famous resorts on the South Atlantic coast. The San Jorge tanker was sailing from southern
Argentina to the Brazilian port of Sao Sebastiao carrying about 60,000 cubic meters (370,000 barrels)
of crude oil. At least 18,000 barrels were spilled.
Following the disaster, President Julio Sanguinetti quickly convened a meeting of the National
Emergency System. He also flew over the contaminated area to observe joint cleanup efforts by the
military, the Environment Ministry, the provincial government, and independent environmental
organizations. However, reporters were not allowed to visit Isla de Lobos until Feb. 26. The
government has demanded that the owners of the ship, Oilsud Corporation and Transportes
Maritimos Petroleros, assume financial liability for the disaster. Legal charges will be filed as a
preventive measure, because "whoever pollutes, pays," said Environment Minister Juan Chiruchi.
The captain of the damaged ship, however, said the vessel hit an uncharted sandbar.

Tourism, fishing, and wildlife affected
Beach contamination could seriously affect Uruguay's summer (December-March) earnings from
tourism, which is now Uruguay's second largest industry, after banking. Punta del Este, 147 km east
of Montevideo, attracts 75% of the summer tourism trade, mostly wealthy Argentines. The resort is
also the frequent site of international meetings and conferences. In addition to affecting those who
earn their living from tourism, the livelihood of local fishers is also jeopardized by the catastrophe.
The Instituto Nacional de Pesca (Inape) has declared a ban on fishing and shellfish harvesting
within 60 miles of the coast. Perhaps the most devastating effect of the oil spill is the damage to one
of Uruguay's key wildlife reserves, Isla de Lobos, home to the world's largest population more than
300,000 of two species of sea lions exclusive to the Southern Hemisphere. No clear figures exist on
the number of sea lions that have already died as a result of the spill, but environmental experts said
the death toll could reach 6,000.
Environmentalists working to save affected wildlife said their rescue efforts have had almost no
success so far. The impact of the spill on the sea lions is increased because they feed in shallow
waters near the coast. Minister Chiruchi has predicted that many of this year's young will die from
contamination in the food chain. Cleanup methods questioned by environmentalists Moreover,
some scientists questioned the government's decision to use chemical dispersants, which they
said could cause additional harm to marine life. "The use of dispersants is worse, from a biological
point of view, because it increases the toxicity of the oil," said Denise Vizziano, head of a scientific
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team studying the utilization of dispersants in oil spills. "The product disperses the hydrocarbon,
transforming it into small drops that are more easily ingested by small organisms, such as
plankton."
From its regional offices in Buenos Aires, the environmental organization Greenpeace International
criticized the government's delay in responding to the spill as well as cleanup methods.
"Dispersants are only palliatives that send the problem to the bottom of the sea," said Juan Carlos
Villalonga, Greenpeace expert on oil spills. "Aesthetically, you can say the problem is gone, but at
the level of fish, fauna, and flora, the contaminant is still there. A few passes by planes dropping
dispersant on the slick is like sweeping garbage under the carpet." According to the weekly
newspaper Brecha, investigators with the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, which
evaluated the cleanup following the Exxon Valdez oil spill in Alaska in 1989, concluded that "apart
from some systems such as aspiration or the use of bacteria to eliminate the crude naturally, the
majority of methods not only do not achieve their objectives, but have negative consequences on the
flora and fauna."
Critics also pointed out that other, less harmful methods are available. "In this case, the solution
used could be beneficial from an economic perspective, but harmful biologically," said Vizziano.
"We believe that the ideal would have been to use containment barriers to facilitate suctioning the
oil from the water, which would not affect marine life."
Octavio Romano, director of the association Rescate Maritimo (REM), proposed using an organic
solution. "A vegetable product exists, a wood byproduct, that acts aggressively on the oil but
respects the fauna and flora," said Romano. Following the debate on the clean up methods, INAPE
decided to reduce the use of chemical dispersants from an area of three miles to one. In addition,
on Feb. 20 INAPE said that 40 containers of a natural nontoxic product used in the cleanup of both
animals and beaches would be arriving within the next few days. However, serious damage has
already occurred.
In addition, Greenpeace warned that it is quite possible that the worse consequences are still to
come. "This is not an accident," said Villalonga. "In the future, and considering the present policy
in Argentina to increase the extraction and sale of crude going to Brazil, these spills will occur
almost routinely in high-traffic areas such as the Maldonado coast of Uruguay." The spill was the
second major environmental catastrophe to hit the area within two weeks. A forest fire broke out
in early February near Punta del Este, destroying hundreds of hectares of pine forest and part
of the country's largest reserve of native fauna. [Sources: Inter Press Service, 02/15/97; Spanish
news service EFE, 02/20/97; Associated Press, 02/23/97; El Observador (Uruguay), 02/25/97; Brecha
(Uruguay), 02/21/97; Mercopress (Uruguay), 02/17/97; Diario El Pais (Uruguay), 02/26/97, 02/27/97]
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